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CH A P T ER  1

1819
Kent, England

I t was entirely possible that I spent more time lying on the floor of 
Cluett’s Mesmeric Hospital than standing upon it.
Splayed out prone on the carpet once again with nothing but bro-

ken recollections of what had transpired, I gathered the rug’s corner 
into a tight fist, willing myself not to pound the floor. My arm shook 
as I pulled myself into a sitting position and wiped away the dirt still 
clinging to my forehead. Thankfully no one had witnessed my latest 
episode. I fumbled to restore the potted plant on its stand in the hall 
before assessing my body for bruises.

I had been leaning over. Yes, that I remembered. Then I was peer-
ing beneath the drapes. Or was it the hall table? I rubbed my eyes. 
Either way, this latest sleeping spell had certainly been a revealing one. 
For, regardless of how much Mr. Cluett believed his mesmeric treat-
ments were helping, I was no better off than when I arrived. Moreover, 
I was getting worse.

I was still a bit dazed as my attention drifted to my lap, and my 
heart turned. Oh dear. “Chauncey.”

The word seemed to echo like a whisper in my mind, and I 
couldn’t help but touch my mouth. Had I spoken the name aloud? If 
only these horrid periods of distorted reality didn’t follow my bouts 
of unintended sleep.
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I pushed myself up to stand and caught hold of a nearby door-
frame with my left hand. At least I was on my feet now. And a good 
thing, too, as a figure rounded the corner in a rush— a man, tall 
and lithe, wearing a sleek green jacket. He stopped short at the sight 
of me.

I mirrored his look of surprise.
“I beg your pardon. I— ” There was a moment of hesitation, the 

man’s lips parting into a delightful curve, then he took a quick glance 
behind him, his trove of rebellious blond curls dancing with the move-
ment. “I was led to believe all the rooms in this hall were empty, that 
I could expect privacy in this wing.”

A rake of fingers through his hair, then a tug on his jacket, and 
my attention snapped to the man’s chest. My eyes widened. He’d pre-
maturely untied his cravat, no doubt on his way to his bedchamber. 
And here I was— an unwanted visitor staring just so.

“I . . .” What reason could I give for wandering into this part of 
the house?

He fumbled with his neckcloth a moment, his other hand in his 
pocket, a telltale half smile creeping from one corner of his mouth, 
before his head suddenly popped up at my silence. “I’m sorry, but are 
you well, ma’am?”

Well? Why did I feel like laughing? I pressed my palm to my fore-
head, adding a small huff I only hoped would be believed. “Quite well 
indeed.” The statement might have been convincing if a section of my 
hair hadn’t chosen that exact moment to slip from my coiffure and 
flop over my eye.

He fought a full grin as he moved in closer. “I did hear someone 
earlier calling out the name Chauncey. Was that in fact you?”

I tucked the loose hair behind my ear. “Yes . . . Chauncey.” His 
inquiry jerked me back to reality and my earlier quest. I narrowed my 
eyes, far more logical considerations finally seeping to the surface. 
Who on earth was this person? Goodness knows I wasn’t accustomed 
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to strangers roaming the various wings of the house. A new patient 
perhaps? But we’d not been informed of an arrival.

“I, uh, didn’t mean to disturb anyone. You see, Chauncey is— ” 
Unprepared for the thoughtful intensity of the man’s brown eyes, I 
tore away my gaze, adding a mumbled, “I cannot imagine where the 
dear has gone off to.”

The man watched me a moment before settling his hand on his 
chin. “I do apologize if I overstep my bounds, but I believe I know who 
you are.” His words were slow to come yet equally steady. “In fact, I’ve 
been hoping to meet you since yesterday. My name is Ewan Hawkins.”

Was I supposed to recognize the name Ewan Hawkins? I gave him 
something of a smile. After all, how could I not? The man was all ease 
and confidence and, if I was to be honest with myself, terribly well put 
together. Granted, my mind was still a bit hazy from my sleep episode.

“No need for an apology, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Mrs. 
Pembroke. I’ve been a patient here at Cluett’s Hospital for almost 
two years.”

He nodded to himself. “And in need of some assistance this morn-
ing, I gather? May I offer you my own?”

Something within that cultured voice sent warmth rushing to 
my cheeks, and I only hoped it wouldn’t be regarded. Generally I was 
not one to be taken in by a handsome face, but a deep voice was quite 
a different matter.

I shook off the notion at once. “I was only looking for someone . . . 
Well, not exactly.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Not exactly?”
“Chauncey’s not a person at all.”
“No?”
“He’s my guinea pig.”
The man stared at me a moment then lightly shook his head. 

“Your guinea pig?”
I gave a breathy laugh. “This whole situation, my being in your 
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private apartments, is quite silly actually. One moment the little dear 
was having a snack of carrots on my coverlet and the next he up and 
vanished. I thought perhaps he’d decided to take a stroll to freedom 
out my bedchamber door. I was sure I heard him down your hall, 
and . . . then . . . well . . . something else happened . . . Oh never mind. 
I’m sorry to have got in your way. Really, if you’ll just excuse me, I shall 
return to my hunt at once.”

I spun to face the dark room behind me. “I doubt Chauncey 
would even come this far. He’s not all that adventurous of a pig, but I 
did think I heard his squeak before and right this way.”

I felt Mr. Hawkins move in close behind me at the door.
“Well, that does present a rather interesting predicament. The 

room you’ve got your sights set on searching at present happens to be 
my bedchamber. I’ll admit, I’m not all that excited about an uninvited 
rodent taking up residence inside”— he laughed— “particularly if he 
wishes to hide under my bed and come out at the most inauspicious 
moment— ”

“Oh dear. I’m afraid that’s just the sort of thing he’d do. Maybe 
we better give the room a once- over. I’m well versed in Chauncey’s 
preferences— for hiding spaces I mean. Among other things.”

“You must be an animal lover then.”
“More of a naturalist, I’d say.”
“A naturalist? Now that’s unusual for a lady.”
I lowered my attention to the floor in pretense of searching for 

Chauncey, but I couldn’t hide the grit in my voice. “Is it?”
Mr. Hawkins’s arm brushed mine as he slipped past me into the 

room then turned, drifting back against the opposing doorframe. “I 
daresay you’d better advise me on all this. Other than horses, I have 
little experience with four- legged creatures. Should I check all my 
boots and pumps?”

“That’s a good idea, particularly if they’ve fallen to the side.” The 
fact that I was invading a man’s personal space was not lost on me as 
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I raked my gaze over the room. “Really, it shouldn’t take me all that 
long to poke about, and it will give you peace of mind.”

Mr. Hawkins cut another far- too- attractive smile, as if enjoying a 
private joke. His pleasure, however, dissolved just as quickly as he moved 
to check his pocket watch. “Clearly you’ve hit upon the best course of 
action, yet I’m afraid I’ve an appointment with Mr. Cluett I’m already 
late for.” He tossed his cravat on the bed, his resulting look a bit direct. 
“But don’t worry, I’ll be sure to send word if the fellow turns up.”

“Yes, well . . .” Obviously de trop, I withdrew a hasty step, lost as to 
the best way to gracefully make an exit. “Thank you, Mr. Hawkins.” 
My mind seemed to freeze in place, but I heard myself jabber on. “I’m, 
of course, unaware of the reason you’ve sought treatment here; never-
theless, I do hope your mesmeric session with Mr. Cluett is helpful.”

A slight furrow formed on Mr. Hawkins’s forehead as he grasped 
the bed’s poster. “I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood the reason for my 
sudden arrival at Moorington Cross. I’m not a patient here at the hos-
pital. I’m Mr. Cluett’s newest solicitor— from Pembroke and Huxley.”

A solicitor . . . Pembroke and Huxley? My heart stilled.
He opened his mouth as if he might say more but simply pressed 

his lips together, finally adding a rather mournful, “Good day, Mrs. 
Pembroke.”

“Good day.”
Images of my late husband— the perfect solicitor— f lashed 

through my mind as I quit the room.
“Not again,” I said beneath my breath. Inwardly I shook myself 

free from the unwanted memories as I kept my attention steady on 
the f loor. Handsome solicitor indeed. What on earth had I been 
thinking?

I swallowed hard. Chauncey would simply have to find his own 
way back to my room. I wouldn’t stay one more second with a solicitor 
from Pembroke and Huxley. One who, in all likelihood, would have 
been well acquainted with my late husband.
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CH A P T ER  2

One week later

M r. Cluett had been pacing the carpet like a caged animal ever
since I’d entered his office.

His nurse and assistant, Miss Seton, plunked away at the piano- 
forte in the next room. But what should have been a soothing back-
ground melody for my daily mesmeric session sounded more like tiny 
daggers, piercing my anxious ears one by one.

All at once Mr. Cluett halted directly in front of me. His calm 
voice and the warmth of his hands on my scalp usually accompanied 
such a keen gaze, but he didn’t move, not today. He just stood there, 
watching me.

My heart sank. Was something amiss? Another problem with 
my treatments?

He pressed his fist to his chin and a f lash of gooseflesh littered 
my arms.

Unsure what to do or say, I reached for the iron rod submerged 
in the baquet in front of my chair. Regardless of my increasing sleep 
attacks and my questions regarding the therapy, I meant to continue 
with every idea he suggested. What other hope did I have?

As Mr. Cluett had already added iron fillings to the wooden tub, 
I dipped my head to press the metal rod against my forehead, but 
his voice stopped me cold. “Not yet, Mrs. Pembroke. I’ve something 
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important I wish to discuss with you first, and I must admit, I’m at a 
loss as to how it will be received.”

He carelessly tossed his wand onto the desk, freeing his hand to 
claw at the collar of his purple cloak. “As you are no doubt aware, I’ve 
been closeted with my solicitor, Mr. Hawkins, nearly the whole of this 
past week. But what you cannot know is that you, my dear, have been 
the central topic of conversation.” He looked up belatedly at me and 
narrowed his eyes, almost as if . . . What, exactly?

His lips twitched. “I daresay Mr. Hawkins should be present if 
I’m to carry on. The last thing I would want is to confuse you. This 
is far too important.”

He yelled over his right shoulder. “Miss Seton, please fetch the 
apprentice solicitor for us.”

The music ceased, and Miss Seton’s scratchy voice barely breached 
the closed connecting door. “Sir?”

There was a moan of wood then the clip- clop of shoes before she 
appeared at the connecting door. Her icy gaze swept the room, her 
frail body lengthening in the doorway.

Mr. Cluett measured his voice, that familiar hesitancy he always 
affected in her presence taking over. “If you, uh, wouldn’t mind, Miss 
Seton, we have need of Mr. Hawkins.”

She clenched her arthritic fingers before eventually nodding and 
disappearing from the room.

A repressed sigh and Mr. Cluett spun back to face me, his fingers 
busy with the lace lining his cloak as that odd delicacy returned to his 
voice. “We’ll have to resume your mesmeric session a bit later on— 
tomorrow even. I daresay you’ll have much to think about tonight, and 
I wouldn’t wish to overload the magnetic f luids at work in your body.” 
His eyes were almost sheepish in the dim light.

Was he embarrassed? All at once I couldn’t stop my toes from 
curling in my half boots. What did his solicitor have to do with me?
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Then my stomach turned. Surely Mr. Cluett knew I was in no 
condition to entertain a suitor at present. I gripped the armrest, my 
focus roving the shadows of the room. Or did he?

Mr. Cluett had remarked endlessly in the past about how I 
needed stability in my life. Had he somehow learned of my misplaced 
attraction to Mr. Hawkins and taken it to heart? My chest felt heavy. 
I never should have spilled one single word to Mrs. Fitzroy about how 
attractive he was. What if she’d spoken out of turn during one of her 
trances?

The constant tick of the mantel clock filled the silence between 
us, and I was compelled to give him a wan smile. Mr. Cluett returned 
a nod, the sort only a man of his paternal charm and respectability 
could perfect, but there was an element of mystery about his demea-
nor that sent a fresh wave of nerves prickling up my back.

I rushed to speak. “I do thank you for your concern, but tomor-
row will do just as well for my session. I’ve had a couple good days.”

He nodded. “Yes, you have.”
My shoulders relaxed a bit. Surely I was mistaken in my suppo-

sitions. After I lost my parents to the fever at a young age, then one 
guardian after another to selfish abandonment, and finally my con-
trolling husband to an early death, Mr. Cluett and I had waded past 
the invisible boundaries of doctor and patient into the realm of sur-
rogate family or good friends. He would never play matchmaker now.

He rested back against the desk, his attention on the floor. “I’d 
planned to speak with you this afternoon along with everyone else; 
however, as I attempted to concentrate at the start of your session, I 
realized waiting might indeed be easier for me but hardly fair to you. 
No, my dear, you must hear it all before the other patients.”

I angled my chin, completely lost.
“There’s really no easy way to broach certain difficult topics, 

and what I’m about to tell you is unfortunately one of them.” He 
pushed his spectacles up his nose. “I presume it does no good to 
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delay the truth now. Mrs. Pembroke”— he lifted his eyes to reveal a 
glassy sheen about the edges— “over the course of the last few weeks 
I’ve discovered something about myself. It’s a small complaint really, 
merely a disorder of the humors of the body. But the sudden change 
to my otherwise exceptional health has shaken me more than I’d 
like to admit.”

Numbness filled my core. “Are you trying to tell me you’re unwell?”
“Nothing to worry you, my dear, but— ”
A brief knock and the office door swung open, silencing Mr. 

Cluett and averting our attention to the front of the room. Mr. 
Hawkins paused a moment on the threshold before searching the 
dim space for Mr. Cluett and angling forward on a cold draft from 
the landing.

Mr. Cluett sprang to his feet and motioned him forward. The 
already strained undercurrents of the room shifted as Mr. Hawkins 
crossed the carpet, a book in one hand, the other in his pocket, his 
sharp brown eyes sweeping the area. For a passing moment it almost 
felt as if Mr. Cluett and I had been waiting all this time in Mr. 
Hawkins’s office instead of Mr. Cluett’s.

Still riding a wave of confusion, I remained seated but no less 
attentive as Mr. Hawkins stopped but a foot from my chair. The 
startling interest I’d experienced previously hadn’t diminished. If 
anything, the anticipation of why he was here only made it stronger.

The curly blond hair I’d found unruly yet attractive before had 
been brushed neatly into place for our meeting today. He glanced first 
to me then to Mr. Cluett. “How may I be of service?”

Mr. Cluett motioned toward me. “You remember Mrs. 
Pembroke?”

Mr. Hawkins bowed. “Yes, we had a rather informal introduc-
tion in the corridor earlier this week. You’d lost a pet if I remember 
correctly.”

“Yes . . . my guinea pig, Chauncey.”
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He cracked a smile. “That’s right, your guinea pig. And did you 
find the little devil?”

“I did. Thankfully he was only hidden in the pillows on my 
bed . . . and . . .” I touched my throat, suddenly all too conscious of 
the depth of Mr. Hawkins’s gaze and the resulting thickness of my 
tongue. What had I meant to say about Chauncey?

Mr. Cluett chuckled. “I haven’t seen Chauncey in ages. Perhaps 
you should bring him with you to your next session.”

My next session.
No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t hold my smile. Mr. 

Cluett had never meant to draw attention to my disorder, but the 
uncomfortable reminder that I was a patient at the hospital and not 
simply a random young lady felt distinctly like I’d been tipped forward 
into the cold waters of the baquet.

Unaware of my embarrassment, Mr. Cluett ushered Mr. Hawkins 
and me over to a nearby sofa and chairs where we all took a seat. It 
was in that uncomfortable moment of adjustment that I first noticed 
Mr. Hawkins’s left hand— the strange stitching of his glove, the sharp, 
unnatural bend.

Mrs. Fitzroy had mentioned Mr. Hawkins hid a deformity, and 
in all honesty I hadn’t meant to stare. I was still reeling from my own 
mortification. But he caught me looking nonetheless. He didn’t say 
a word, merely retucked his hand into his pocket and gave me a per-
ceptive glance.

I could have sunk into the floor. I knew better than anyone what 
it was like to be different.

Mr. Cluett, clearly misreading my discomfiture, adjusted his 
purple cloak about his legs. “I appreciate that this is a great deal to take 
in all at once, Mrs. Pembroke, but I beg you to keep an open mind.”

Though I had been nervous before, something about the turn 
of his voice sparked a deeper level of tension. “By all means, I’ll do 
my best.”
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Mr. Cluett motioned to Mr. Hawkins. “My solicitor can explain 
the details far better than I.”

Mr. Hawkins’s face went slack, and for the first time since he’d 
waltzed into the room, I thought him a bit off stride. He moved to 
adjust the sleeve of his jacket then cleared his throat. “Certainly, I 
would be happy to discuss the particulars, but may I inquire how 
much the young lady is privy to at present? I— ”

Mr. Cluett f licked his fingers in the air. “Just start at the begin-
ning, my good man.”

Mr. Hawkins leaned forward, taking his precious time to find his 
way to the start. In fact, I could have sworn his eyes rounded before 
he dutifully regained his composure. “Mrs. Pembroke, Mr. Cluett 
brought me to Moorington Cross to make a rather unusual change to 
his will. And, as you can surely guess at this point, this change chiefly 
concerns you.”

I crossed my feet at the floor to keep them still. “Me?”
“As it now stands, you are to be the main beneficiary of Mr. 

Cluett’s vast estate as well as a good portion of his rather sizable for-
tune. However, you must understand that this inheritance comes with 
an important stipulation.”

I nearly fell off the sofa. I was in Mr. Cluett’s will? . . . How? . . . 
Why? “You can’t be serious. I— ”

Mr. Cluett held up his hand. “Let him finish, my dear. Then you 
may ask all the questions you desire.”

Mr. Hawkins rubbed the back of his neck, a thread of discom-
fort lining his movements. “As per the updated will, as I said, you 
stand to inherit a great deal, but let me get to the rather important 
clause. Mr. Cluett has made your inheritance conditional upon 
your marriage to one of two named gentlemen, and if you haven’t 
already done so, you must wed one of them within thirty days of 
his death.”

The room seemed to tilt, then swirl, and I was forced to blink to 
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right it. Desperately I sought out Mr. Cluett’s kind eyes. “Marriage? 
I don’t understand.”

He leaned forward. “Not to just anyone, my dear. I’ve done the 
work for you. I’ve selected two very fine gentlemen for you to choose 
between.”

I shook my head, frantic to process each new revelation. “And the 
house, the money . . . an arranged marriage . . . Why me?”

Carefully he took my hands into his. “Who else would I give it 
all to but you? Miss Seton will have a large sum, naturally. But over 
the past two years I’ve come to think of you as a daughter. I’ve no off-
spring, no close family. What kind of man would I be if I didn’t find 
the perfect way to provide for your future? It was Mr. Hawkins who 
assisted me in coming to a seamless solution. Marriage for security, a 
house for comfort, and money for your prosperity.”

My jaw clenched as Mr. Cluett’s words echoed in my mind, “It 
was Mr. Hawkins who assisted me . . .” I swallowed a bitter sigh. Leave 
it to the solicitor to find a way to tie up my future in what looked like 
a package with a pretty little bow.

Granted, Mr. Cluett and I both knew another marriage would 
not come about naturally for me, not with my sleeping spells. Yet 
why bother with an arranged one? Couldn’t he have simply willed me 
a bit of money and allowed me to sort out my own future— like Miss 
Seton?

I stole a wild glance at Mr. Hawkins, expecting him to echo Mr. 
Cluett’s sentiment, but his eyes were glazed over, uncertain even.

I whirled back to Mr. Cluett. “Do I know either of the gentlemen 
you speak of?”

He patted my hand. “No, my dear. They are both strangers to 
you, but I think you shall be well pleased.” There was a moment of 
awkward silence as he stood. “I did anticipate your desire to meet 
them. I am not wholly remiss as a stand- in father. The gentlemen are 
to arrive this very afternoon.”
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I rose as well, my legs a bit shakier than I’d anticipated. “They are 
coming here today?”

“To be informed of their position in the will, of course, and to 
spend some time over the next few weeks acquainting themselves with 
you. I’ve planned a short stay for now, but I hope we shall have some 
time to fully familiarize ourselves with one another before you will  
be required to make your final decision. Don’t you see? This is why I’ve 
chosen to reveal the details of my will directly and not upon my death. 
So you have plenty of opportunity to make an informed decision.”

My lips parted. “You mean to tell me, the gentlemen coming to 
Moorington Cross are not aware of any of this?”

He turned to his desk, hunting for the wand he’d discarded ear-
lier. “No, indeed they are not, but you mustn’t worry. You do that 
a great deal, you know. You always have. All will be well, my dear. 
I’ve made certain of it. Now, if the two of you will excuse me, Major 
Balfour should be arriving for his session in the next few minutes, and 
I need some time to ready my mind.”

So much for answering any questions I had. Lovely.
Like a child dismissed from the presence of a father, I was forced 

to follow Mr. Hawkins out the door, my mind awash with my present 
situation. Yet, as we crossed the landing and made our way down the 
opposing hall, I thrust out my arm.

“Was this really your idea, Mr. Hawkins?”
My outburst seemed to catch him off guard. His right hand 

retreated to his chin while he kept the other behind his back. “You 
mean adding you into the will?”

“No, the arranged marriage part. I cannot imagine Mr. Cluett 
coming up with such an outlandish idea, not when he could have 
simply willed the money to me. I— ”

“Can’t you?” Mr. Hawkins released a slow breath, his eyes attuned 
to mine, the intensity of his voice quick to mirror my own. “First of all, 
please acquit me of inserting such an extraordinary clause on my own. 
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Mr. Cluett had marriage on his mind for you long before Mr. Huxley, 
my employer, and I were summoned to this house. Let me assure you, 
providing for you was first and foremost on Mr. Cluett’s mind.” He 
dipped his head. “I am glad he decided to give you something of a choice.”

“Ah— a choice. Is that what you call it?” The cold feeling that had 
been hovering over me since I’d stepped foot in Mr. Cluett’s office 
settled in the pit of my stomach. I’d been married before, tricked into 
the arrangement, and that had ended in disaster. Mr. Cluett knew 
that— I thought I might be sick.

Confusion seized Mr. Hawkins’s face as he waited for me to say 
something further. After all, in his eyes I’d just been handed a for-
tune. I should be giddy. He hesitated as he breached the silence. “And 
you’re disappointed?”

“Not exactly. I mean, not yet. But what if I meet the gentlemen 
this afternoon and neither is worthy of marriage or the least interested 
in me? Where will I be then?”

“With better prospects than you had three days ago, I daresay. 
You hold all the cards, remember?” There was a bit of exasperation in 
his voice, yet I could see his mind at work, turning over what I’d said, 
examining my plight from different angles. However, he hadn’t lived 
through what I had.

“I don’t mean to pry and I certainly don’t mean to lecture you, 
Mrs. Pembroke, but Mr. Cluett has told me a great deal about your 
situation. With no family and no hope of any sort of a future, I would 
have thought you’d be glad of his generosity, thankful he would 
arrange something so entirely suitable. He has gone to an abundance 
of trouble for you.”

His statements did make some sense on the surface, yet I’d 
learned over my unfortunate marriage that solicitors knew how to 
twist their words, to control every situation to their benefit. My last 
guardian, Mr. Stanley, came rushing into my mind as well— barristers 
were even worse.
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I glanced up, my stomach souring as I took in Mr. Hawkins’s 
strained countenance. Interesting how the sheen to his handsome 
demeanor had faded over the course of our conversation. He certainly 
wasn’t the dashing gentleman I’d thought— more of an intelligent 
shrew.

“Tell me, Mr. Hawkins, how many years have you been a solicitor?”
“This is my first real position.” He shuffled his feet. “I’m still an 

apprentice. I’ve a few years yet before— ”
“Then I doubt you’ve had the time, the opportunity, or the incli-

nation to meet someone like me.” I felt the sweat on my palms as I 
folded my fingers into a fist. “Inheritance or no, upon my marriage, all 
that I have will become my husband’s. Surely you can see any woman’s 
difficulty there. I, nonetheless, am left with one prayer— that Mr. 
Cluett has picked two honorable gentlemen for me to choose from. 
Because as a widow, a woman with little means, and a condition that 
brought me to Cluett’s Mesmeric Hospital in the first place, believe 
me when I tell you, Mr. Hawkins, I could find myself in a far worse 
situation than I am in now. I could very well be locked away.”
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CH A P T ER  3

I escaped to the blue salon as I did every morning after my mesmeric 
session, but I had no intention of partaking in the selection of cold 

meats or breads and cheeses, not after the morning I’d had. My mind 
was far too unsettled.

I could see from the doorway that Mrs. Fitzroy, eager to enjoy 
her luncheon, had already filled her plate and taken a seat at the small 
round table by the fire. Her attention, however, was across the room 
on Major Balfour, her finger tapping on the tabletop.

She swallowed a hasty bite of cheese. “I do agree with what you 
are saying to some extent, but it would behoove you to attempt to 
understand me as well.”

She must not have heard my approach as her gaze remained fixed 
on Mr. Cluett’s only other live- in patient. A scowl joined the wrinkles 
on her face. “I did not expect the treatments to take so long. This very 
morning I received a letter from my son, and he has begun asking 
uncomfortable questions.”

Major Balfour raised his voice. “Yes, but— ”
“Listen”— she crinkled her nose— “I’ve come to crisis more than 

twelve times since arrival. Twelve! Yet my nerves day in and day out 
are no less ripe.” She picked at her bread. “And your feet? Hmm? Are 
they really any better than when you arrived? I’ve certainly not seen 
you walking without a cane.”

Major Balfour passed a shaky hand through his dark hair before 
running it down his face. “Mr. Cluett assures me I’m able to traverse 
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the room on my own power during my trances. If only I could remem-
ber doing so, it might change my outlook.” He gave a weighted sigh. 
“At present, all I can do is hope.”

I snuck across the carpet and took a seat at Mrs. Fitzroy’s table 
before casting a quick glance at both occupants. “We’re all hopeful. 
Are we not?”

Mrs. Fitzroy lifted her thick gray eyebrows. “Hope can be a dan-
gerous thing. Particularly if it empties your pocketbook when you’re 
not looking.” She touched my hand. “Good morning, Amelia, darling.” 
She stared at the empty space on the table in front of me. “Why aren’t 
you eating? Did something happen during your session?”

I tried my best to sound nonchalant. “I didn’t end up having a 
session this morning.”

“But weren’t you supposed to increase the magnetized water 
treatments today?”

“Yes. However, Mr. Cluett decided it would be best to wait until 
tomorrow. He said he didn’t want to stress the fluids in my body.”

How I wished I were free to disclose the truth about Mr. Cluett’s 
illness as well as the will, but I had little choice except to wait for 
the official announcement he’d promised to share later in the after-
noon. I could only imagine what my fellow patients would think of 
me then.

Major Balfour clawed at the armrest and staggered to his feet. 
“Magnetized water treatments indeed.” He flipped open the top of 
his cane to take a whiff of the vinaigrette he kept there. “I don’t put 
much faith in whatever chemical concoction he’s brewed up in that 
baquet of his. The iron rod’s not been a friend of mine. Now, Mr. 
Cluett’s trances . . . Well, I daresay it’s past time I head upstairs.” His 
legs wobbled as he inched across the room. “We’re so close to making 
a breakthrough. I can feel it.” He turned back and gave us a wink. “By 
this time tomorrow I may be Mr. Cluett’s first patient to learn how 
to self- mesmerize.”
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Mrs. Fitzroy nodded, but I saw the doubt in her eyes. “I do hope 
so, Major Balfour. You’ve certainly put in the work.”

We watched in silence as he ambled through the door and dis-
appeared from sight. It was several seconds before Mrs. Fitzroy 
motioned me forward, her lavender scent infusing the air. “The poor 
man’s had a rough go of it today. The ache in his feet kept him up 
most of the night.”

I cast a wayward glance at the door. “It’s been four years since 
Waterloo. Is there nothing else that can be done?”

“A surgeon in London warned him he might never walk again. 
It’s a miracle he’s been able to do so for the last few months. I don’t 
know how much longer he can bear the pain. As he said, Mr. Cluett is 
his last hope.” She leaned forward. “I’m afraid I still see f lashes of his 
dark mood when the light all but goes out of his eyes. He had quite 
a time of it when his cousin— whom he was terribly close to— died 
so suddenly, you know. It was why he bought that commission in the 
first place— to forget.”

She secured another square of cheese with her fork. “Won’t you 
at least have some tea? You do look a trif le out of sorts.”

My stomach clenched. “Tea certainly smooths over a great deal of 
evils.” I stood and idled to the nearby sideboard. “And I can use all the 
help I can get at present. This morning has been difficult to take in.”

Mrs. Fitzroy fanned herself with her free hand. “You must be 
extremely disappointed to have your treatment delayed. Of course, 
you’ve Mr. Pembroke’s money to support you here for several years. 
As I was telling Major Balfour, I received a letter from my son, John, 
earlier this morning, and he was quite angry with my progress.”

“Oh?”
“John doesn’t possess the least understanding about Mr. Cluett’s 

methods or the hospital. By the end of his shocking missive, he saw fit 
to use the word fraud.” She mouthed the last part as if someone might 
overhear our conversation.
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I slipped back into the seat at her side, positioning my teacup and 
saucer in front of me. “Is that what you believe? That Mr. Cluett is a 
fraud?”

Her eyes widened. “I don’t know what I thought yesterday or 
even today, for that matter. I cannot account for vast periods of time 
I’ve spent rather pleasantly in a trance in his office. And then when 
I emerge from the fog, I really do feel far calmer than when I went 
in. It’s inexplicable, really. But when I’m alone in my room at night or 
this morning while reading John’s letter, my heart still quivers as it did 
before. My legs still shake, and I’m so terribly afraid.”

She stared down at her plate of food. “What if Mr. Cluett really 
isn’t making any progress at all with my anxiety? You and Major 
Balfour have been here longer than me, and you’ve said yourself you’ve 
seen little improvement. What scares me the most is that I haven’t the 
resources to stay here indefinitely.”

She shoved another bite of bread into her mouth. “And then I 
think about what it will be like when I have to leave. I’m well aware 
John doesn’t want me to live with him. He never has, and I’ve felt 
such a connection here to you and Major Balfour.” She buried her 
face in her hands. “I don’t know what I’ll do if John stops paying. I’m 
not ready to go home . . . to be alone. My nerves will get the better of 
me then.”

I reached for her elbow as Mr. Cluett’s will trickled into my mind. 
And for the first time I thought I might be glad of the provisions. 
Perhaps some good would come of my difficult situation after all. 
“Please don’t be anxious, Mrs. Fitzroy. We’re like family— you, Major 
Balfour, and me. I promise that whatever happens, the three of us will 
find a way to help each other.”

“You’ve always been so good to me.” She released a sigh. “And I’m 
well aware you know what it feels like to be forced to live with a rela-
tive who doesn’t want you. I daresay you’ve seen little else in your life.”

“Yes.” I nodded slowly. “Every last guardian but my uncle William. 
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He was the only one of my relatives who ever showed even a spark of 
kindness. I think if I could have stayed with him, things would have 
been different.”

Mrs. Fitzroy paused to examine her plate. “Why did he rescind 
the guardianship and send you away?”

“I was only five years old at the time, but from what I remember 
he already lived on the Continent. He had business there, and it was 
no place for a child at the time.”

“Sometimes people have little choice in the matter. The hands of 
fate can be cruel ones.”

I leaned forward. “Maybe so, but like I said, this time around it’s 
going to be different. I’m determined we’ll find a way to stay together, 
to care for one another.”

Mrs. Fitzroy’s smile when genuine crinkled her eyes at the cor-
ners, and this was no exception. “Whenever you speak, Amelia dear, 
you almost make me believe that extraordinary things are possible.”

* * *
I was summoned to the drawing room at half past three that after-
noon. Though I’d conjured up all the courage I could muster to meet 
the two gentlemen I’d be choosing between, nothing could have pre-
pared me for the uncomfortable wave of fear that followed me down 
the grand staircase.

At the same time, I knew I could no longer focus on my future 
alone. I had Mrs. Fitzroy and Major Balfour to consider. My decision 
as to whom to marry would affect us all.

I’d donned my best round gown of pink sarcenet, and my maid 
drew up my hair in elegant yet disheveled curls. Deep within, however, 
I felt a child— the same one who’d been paraded before guardian after 
guardian in hopes they would offer me a home that would last forever. 
But they never had, had they?

* * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * ** * *
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Not for the little girl with the transient sleeping spells.
It had been the same vicious cycle over and over again. My 

guardians, my husband. They all thought me lazy at first. That I was 
avoiding things— a nap in the stables here, a lengthy doze on the sofa 
there. It didn’t take long for them to realize something far worse was 
underfoot. I was sick and in a strange way they couldn’t understand. 
So off I’d go to another situation, or in the case of my late husband, 
straight to Cluett’s Mesmeric Hospital. If I couldn’t be fixed, I’d sure 
as well better be hidden away.

My hand lingered on the curve of the banister. How could I 
possibly trust either one of the gentlemen Mr. Cluett had chosen for 
me? My steps ceased as my slippered foot reached the parquet f loor, 
and I stared a long moment at the front door.

“Considering running away?”
My heart leapt, and I spun to face the voice hiding in the shadows. 

“Oh, Mr. Hawkins. It’s only you.”
He stepped into a beam of sunlight, which lay across the f loor 

in elongated squares at the base of the window. He wore a knowing 
smile along with a black jacket and brocade waistcoat decorated all 
too perfectly. “Granted, I wouldn’t blame you if you did consider 
bolting.”

I swiped a feral glance at the drawing room door. “Have you 
already met the gentlemen and found them wanting?”

Mr. Hawkins’s eyes widened, then he held up his hand. “Heavens, 
no. I was only . . .”

He gave a nervous laugh as he skulked forward, sobering as he 
drew up at my side. “Please, allow me to apologize at once, Mrs. 
Pembroke. I must be the biggest lout in the world to tease you just 
now. I haven’t met either of the gentlemen as of yet. I”— he cocked an 
eyebrow— “understand they are waiting for you in the drawing room.”

I let out a deep breath. “I see.” I waved my fingers in the direction 
of the front door. “Yet your idea of running away does hold a great deal 
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of appeal at present. An arranged marriage indeed. How could Mr. 
Cluett even consider such a thing?”

Mr. Hawkins bent his head downward before f licking his gaze to 
meet mine. “As far as I’m aware, he thinks he’s doing what’s best for 
you, and it’s not exactly an arranged marriage . . .”

“I suppose not, but really, the whole idea of conditional inheritance 
remains nothing but a perverse extension of the antiquated notions 
about women that I’ve come to despise at every stage of my life.”

Mr. Hawkins paused. “Well, that was a mouthful.” His eyebrows 
furrowed then released, and he was quick to hold up his hand, staving 
off a retort. “Listen, I would be the first person to agree that women 
should have the right to choose their partner in marriage, but you do 
realize I had no say in regard to the essentials of Mr. Cluett’s will?”

I nodded as a slow grin spread across his face, his tone far more 
than idle. “And as to all the other antiquated notions of society— that 
discussion, enticing as it is, will have to wait for another time. Your 
suitors are waiting.”

Then he gave me one of those galling shrugs. “You never know. 
Mr. Cluett’s selections may very well turn out better than you seem 
to think. Trust me, I was in London for the past season and ran into 
few gentlemen I’d consider your equal. If Mr. Cluett thinks he has 
found two eligible gentlemen who can string together three words 
that elevate conversation— ”

“Ha.” My chest burned. “I suppose you and Mr. Cluett consider 
yourselves the authority on . . . on what exactly?” I mirrored his pert 
smile. “Courting? The depths of the female mind?”

His eyes remained maddeningly unreadable, yet his tone was 
tight enough. “I was merely responding to the level of engagement 
you’ve displayed in our interactions, Mrs. Pembroke. I cannot imagine 
you would consider entertaining any gentleman who is not at a min-
imum well read.”

My smile turned rigid. “If you mean to insinuate that I’m a 
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bluestocking, then I shall wholeheartedly agree. Curiosity and intel-
lect have always been extremely important to me. However, I won’t 
for one moment acquiesce to your ridiculous assertion that there are 
no more than two gentlemen in Britain who possess such a clarity of 
mind, nor that Mr. Cluett has somehow located them and strategi-
cally placed them in his drawing room like two flowers waiting for me 
to pluck the one I fancy.”

Mr. Hawkins held my gaze for a long moment before something 
of a laugh emerged.

I raised my voice. “And furthermore, I imagine you were far too 
busy flirting and enjoying the latest on- dits of the season to expend 
any real time conversing with eligible men who are also— as you deem 
necessary for me— well read.”

“Hardly.” His laugh turned into a cough. “I was far too inundated 
with work to do anything of the sort. Although I do hate to shatter 
any illusions to the contrary.” He moved to offer me his arm then 
checked. “I don’t know how or why, but clearly you’ve labeled me your 
adversary in all this.”

“No . . . not exactly.”
“Then what the devil is behind that appalling glare? You’ve been 

looking at me like that since I walked into Mr. Cluett’s office this 
morning.”

I forced my jaw muscles to relax and managed a rather guilty, 
“What glare, sir?”

“Hmm . . .” He crossed his arms, his eyes glinting in the afternoon 
sun. He rested his shoulder against the banister as if he might not join 
me in the drawing room after all. “It’s like you’re measuring my worth 
and . . . I don’t know . . . enjoying it.”

I fought back a grin as I straightened my back. “Goodness knows 
you would deserve such censure.” I stole a sideways glance at the door, 
certain it was best to avoid his enticing gaze. My face was far too 
hot already. “Tell me, Mr. Hawkins, do all the solicitors at Pembroke 
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and Huxley speak so condescendingly to the people involved in their 
wills?”

“None whatsoever.” He drew up beside me, forcing me to 
acknowledge him once again. “You, Mrs. Pembroke, have been fortu-
nate enough to be associated with the only one at the firm who won’t 
slip into one of those antiquated notions you so detest.”

“What a relief.” I narrowed my eyes then drew back. “As you said 
earlier, it is past time we joined the others.”

He wriggled his hand from his pocket and extended his left arm. 
Unwittingly my attention slid down the sleeve of his superfine jacket 
to his disfigured glove.

He went on. “Your late husband was a good friend to me when I 
needed it, so I do hope we can find a way to begin again. Mr. Pembroke 
was my mentor and I’m willing to do anything I can to help his widow.”

His mentor?
I took a careless step back as the specter of my late husband dark-

ened the air between us. Inch by inch, I lifted my gaze to meet Mr. 
Hawkins’s equally startled one, and I had to remind myself that no 
one knew the real Mr. Pembroke except me. At least, I hoped Mr. 
Hawkins hadn’t.

I’d chosen long ago not to tarnish the Pembroke name. However, 
it also wasn’t the first time I had wondered if Mr. Pembroke had men-
tioned me to any of his colleagues prior to his death. Granted, I had no 
intention of broaching that uncomfortable subject. Not now, not ever.

I accepted Mr. Hawkins’s outstretched arm and spoke without 
thinking. “Was it an accident?”

At first he seemed lost as to what I was referring to, glancing 
about the room as if it might provide him the answer.

I touched his jacket sleeve. “I meant your hand.”
“Oh . . . uh . . . no.” His muscles tightened beneath my fingers as 

his voice fell f lat. “It’s something I’ve had since birth.”
Suddenly I felt like an intruder, his hand no doubt a private 
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matter I never should have questioned. “I- I didn’t mean to stare earlier 
in Mr. Cluett’s office. I— ”

“Please, you needn’t apologize. Heaven knows I’m used to curios-
ity, but”— he motioned his chin toward the drawing room door— “it 
really is high time we go in there. Mr. Cluett is bound to be wondering 
where you are.”

“I suppose so.”
We paced awkwardly forward, the door looming larger with 

each step.
“Wait!” I dragged us to a halt. “Were you serious about what you 

said earlier?”
“About running away?” He gave me a shrewd grin. “I don’t think 

I would recommend that at present.”
“No, about helping me.” I swallowed hard. “For Mr. 

Pembroke’s sake.”
“Of course.” I felt his arm tense beneath the fabric of his jacket. 

“Yet there is little recourse but for you to go inside that drawing room 
and find out about the gentlemen for yourself. Remember, at the end 
of the day you still have a choice. You can refuse to follow the will and 
give up the inheritance.”

The subtlety to his voice gave me pause, and I eyed him a moment, 
taking in every inch of his bearing. I had to remind myself not to be 
fooled by a solicitor again.

Mr. Hawkins simply wanted to placate me, to make this whole 
process easier— for him. Once he’d wrapped up his business affairs 
at Moorington Cross, he would be on his way back to London, con-
gratulating himself on a job well done. I would be the one left here to 
deal with the consequences.

I bit my lip then released. A solicitor could still be useful. I cast 
a quick glance up. “Considering you are a self- proclaimed master at 
examining the suitability of gentlemen for marriage, perhaps while 
you are here you would be willing to spend some time with these two 
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men. You know, really try to learn who they are. Figure out that which 
they hope to keep hidden. It might make my decision easier to get the 
unbiased male perspective on things.”

His tongue darted out to lick his lips. “You mean you want me 
to spy for you?”

“And why not? You’re perfectly situated to do so, and you’ve 
already ingratiated yourself into the intricacies of my future when 
you wrote up that atrocious will.”

“You little termagant. That was Mr. Cluett, remember? I only 
put his words onto paper.” He reached for the doorknob, but he didn’t 
release the latch. “All right, if I agree to help you, I need you to promise 
me one thing in return.”

“What’s that?”
“That you’ll keep an open mind about this situation— for all our 

sakes.”
“And why wouldn’t I?”
He flashed me one last smile before he opened the door. “Reading 

a lady’s thoughts is just one more of my admirable qualities.”
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